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22nd Solvay Conference on Chemistry 
Opening address by Marc Henneaux 
Dear colleagues, dear friends, 
 
In the name of the International Solvay Institutes, it is my great pleasure to welcome all of you to the 22nd Solvay 
Conference in Chemistry, "Quantum Effects in Chemistry and Biology". 
Since I have only a few minutes, I will be brief. I thought it would be of interest to give you some historical 
background on the Solvay Conferences in Chemistry.  
The history of the Solvay Institutes starts in 1911, with the celebrated first Solvay Conference in Physics. In view of 
its remarkable success, Ernest Solvay created the Institute of Physics the following year, in 1912.  The central 
mission of the Institute of Physics was - and still is - to organize every three years a Solvay Conference in Physics 
following a very strict format that makes the Solvay Conferences very special.  These are conference by invitation-
only, with a limited number of participants in order to privilege discussions, gathering the elite of the scientists 
working on the subject of the conference.   
Ernest Solvay created then in 1913 the Institute of Chemistry, with a similar mission - but for chemistry.  Because of 
the first world war, the first Solvay conference in chemistry took place only in 1922.  The chair of the conference 
was Sir William Pope from Cambridge.  It was a difficult time to organize an international conference because 
German scientists were then ostracized after the war, and German chemistry was dominant at the time.  For us 
scientists who know that research has no frontiers, mixing science and nationalism is always surprising, but this is 
the way it was after the first world war who left terrible wounds among the nations, which took time to heal.   
In spite of the absence of German chemists, the first Solvay Conference in Chemistry was a great scientific success, 
gathering the best chemists not in the German world.  
The conferences continued then at the pace of one every three years, until the rythm was interrupted by the second 
world war.  After the second world war, Paul Karrer from ETH Zurich played a major role in putting the Solvay 
conferences in chemistry back on tracks since he served as chair of the committee for 4 conferences. 
Here is the list of all the conferences that took place in chemistry. 
 
1. 1922 « Cinq Questions d'Actualité »  
 Chair William Pope (Cambridge) 
2. 1925 « Structure et Activité Chimique »  
 Chair William Pope (Cambridge) 
3. 1928 « Questions d'Actualité »  
 Chair William Pope (Cambridge) 
4. 1931 « Constitution et Configuration des Molécules Organiques »   
 Chair William Pope (Cambridge) 
5. 1934 « L'Oxygène, ses réactions chimiques et biologiques » 
 Chair William Pope (Cambridge) 
6. 1937 « Les Vitamines et les Hormones » 
 Chair Fred Swarts (Gand) 
7. 1947 « Les Isotopes »  
 Chair Paul Karrer (Zurich) 
8. 1950 « Le Mécanisme de l'Oxydation »  
 Chair Paul Karrer (Zurich) 
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9. 1953 « Les Protéines » 
 Chair Paul Karrer (Zurich) 
10. 1956 « Quelques Problèmes de Chimie Minérale » 
 Chair Paul Karrer (Zurich) 
11. 1959 « Les Nucléoprotéines » 
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
12. 1962 « Transfert d'Energie dans les Gaz » 
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
13. 1965 « Reactivity of the Photoexited Organic Molecule »  
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
14. 1969 « Phase Transitions »  
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
15. 1970 « Electrostatic Interactions and Structure of Water »  
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
16. 1976 « Molecular Movements and Chemical Reactivity as conditioned by Membranes, Enzymes and 
other Molecules »  
Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
17. 1980 « Aspects of Chemical Evolution »  
 Chair A.R. Ubbelohde (London) 
18. 1983 « Design and Synthesis of Organic Molecules Based on Molecular Recognition »  
 Chairs Ephraim Katchalski (Rehovot, Israel) and Vladimir Prelog (Zurich) 
19. 1987 « Surface Science »  
 Chair Frederik W. de Wette (Austin) 
20. 1995 « Chemical Reactions and their Control on the Femtosecond Time Scale »  
 Chair Pierre Gaspard (Brussels)  
21. 2007 « From Noncovalent Assemblies to Molecular Machines » 
 Chair Jean-Pierre Sauvage (Strasbourg) 
 
A striking feature of the subjects of the conferences is their diversity, ranging from physics to biology.   
Already the first Conference was quite broad, mixing chemistry and physics. The conference has the typical Solvay 
format with few rapporteur's talks and a lot of discussions. People come to Solvay Conferences for the discussions, 
not for giving a talk. Arrhenius himself took a great part in the discussions, without giving a talk. 
It is interesting to note that one concern expressed during the Conference was the invasion of chemistry by physical 
- namely quantum - ideas.  Some participants were enthusiastic about this trend, which was new at the time, but 
some were much more reluctant and perhaps fearful.   
The fear of one discipline disappearing because of another is of course unfounded.  On the contrary, we know that 
multidisciplinarity is equally beneficial to all interacting disciplines. This is suberbly illustrated by this year's Solvay 
conference, which covers topics involving physics, chemistry and biology in the exceptional Solvay tradition, with 
quantum ideas being in the foreground. 
The scientific organization of the Solvay conferences is done by an international committee, the Solvay Scientific 
Committee for Chemistry, which has "carte blanche" for the subject and the invitations.  I would like to express our 
deepest thanks to the Committee, and in particular the committee chair, Stuart Rice, as well as to Graham Fleming 
who accepted to chair the 22nd Solvay Conference.  I know this meant a lot of work. 
Before giving the floor to Graham, I would like to make an announcement.  All discussions will be recorded and 
included in the proceedings.  We have a scientific secretariat in charge of achieving this task.  To facilitate their 
work, please give your name – at least the first time – when you intervene in the discussions. 
I wish you a very fruitful meeting. 
 
Marc Henneaux, 
Director 
 
